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Elements of Film 

 

●​ Analyzing Film - Teaching Intro from the ORIAS World In Film summer institute for 

teachers 

 

●​ Shot Styles from the ORIAS World In Film summer institute for teachers 

 

●​ The Kuleshov Effect - short clip from The Cutting Edge: The Magic of Movie Editing, 

directed by Wendy Apple, 2005. 

 

As you view the film, think about both the message of the film and the ways the director uses 

cinematography to communicate this message. To help you focus on both the media and the 

message, we’ve created multiple sets of viewing questions. We recommend you read the 

questions before viewing the film, then take some notes as you watch. 

 

People 

Teacher Annie Hangoma 

Principal Melvin Mptisha 

Deputy Head: Webby Kamangala 

Children (main): Mbarak Phiri, Steward, Elizabeth 

Children (secondary): Iride, Zenaida, Kennedy, Rosa, Loveness (63 children across grades one) 

Parents, Steward’ father, Mbarak’s mother, Elizabeth’s parents 

Their names: Beauty Chamwembe, Ephraime Chambwembe, Godfrey Sandibunga, Ruth 

Phiri, Stanford Nikisi. 

 

Places 

The village of Lwimba (map):  Lwimba is a rural farming community two hours Northeast of 

Lusaka, the capital of Zambia.  

Steward’s home, Lwimba 

Lwimba Basic School: located in Lwimba, Zambia. 

Nyimba Investment Ltd. (company) 

Cuchalimbana 
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https://maps.app.goo.gl/4YufaCXznX7JphcA7


Languages 

Soli: Soli is a dialect of Tonga. It is spoken by the minority Soli ethnic group, and is the 

language of the students and their families in the Lwimba community 

 

Nyanja: Nyanja is one of the main languages spoken in Zambia. It is not he language of the 

community where this school is located. It is however, the language spoken by the teachers 

and school administrators, who came from other areas of Zambia. The teacher, Anne, speaks 

“Town Nyanja” - not classic Nyanja. It is not her first language and she has picked it up largely 

by social conversation. It is why some students who understand limited Nyanja do not at first 

understand her. 

 

Bemba: another main language of Zambia; in the film it is used in a song. 

Tonga: the teacher, Anne’s, mother tongue.  

 

English: the only official language in Zambia. It is the language used in government, civil 

service positions, and other higher paid positions. 

 

About Languages in Zambia 

There are 72 recognized languages in Zambia; none are a true majority language. This makes 

teaching in one’s mother tongue extremely difficult. 

 

English was chosen as the language to unify the country; however, less than 2% of the 

population speaks it. 

 

*Each of the PowerPoints included have further information and resources related to 

Zambia’s languages. 

 

A note about the word “Tribe” 

As educators, we need to understand the historical and cultural uses of language. In the film, 

individuals discuss their heritage, ethnic background and community. A word used by several 

individuals is “tribe.” However, their understanding of the term has a rich context, an 

understanding that one’s “tribe” and identity is fluid. In other words, it is much closer to our 

terms of “ethnic groups” and “ethnicity.” Scholars in the U.S.  stopped using this term in the 

1970s, as our understanding comes with inherited colonial and racial bias developed larger in 

the late 18th century onward. It is not a neutral term. “Tribe” for Americans often triggers 
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ideas of isolated people, of people who are warfaring, suspicious, or not knowledgeable about 

much of the contemporary world. This is patently false about people living across Africa, in 

modern nation states. 

 

 

Synopsis 

Colours of the Alphabet tells the story of three children and their families over two school 

terms, and asks the question: does the future have to be in English? The official language in 

Zambia is English, but there are seven national languages and 72 ethnic languages spoken in 

the country. This documentary is an eye-opening tale of the relationship between children 

and language from those first apprehensive days at school to the playground excitement at 

the end of term. 

In a world where nearly 40% of the population lack access to education in their own 

language, Colours of the Alphabet is an affectionate and humorous portrayal of childhood 

innocence, misplaced hope, and the role of language as a means of binding a nation together 

- with multi-coloured subtitles to reflect the multilingual reality of the classroom. 
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Analyzing the Film as Text 

 

1.​ How does the filmmaker use empathy to establish the characters? 

2.​ What question(s) are set up in the first 10 minutes of the film? 

3.​ What audio and visual motifs does the filmmaker use to communicate the issues 

faced with teaching and learning in the Lwimba grade one classroom? 

4.​ How does the filmmaker want you to feel about the children’s educational 

experiences? Of the teacher’s point of view?  

 

Viewing for Historical and Cultural Context (consult the resource PowerPoint for 

background information first)  

 

1.​ After viewing the film, what aspects challenged your ideas about Africa and Africans? 

Remember that Zambia is one country on the continent of Africa, where there are 54 

recognized countries. 

 

2.​ What would you like to know more about Zambia? 

 

3.​ Lwimba is a rural agricultural community. Most families are farmers, but they live near 

very large cities such as Lusaka - the capital of Zambia. Do you have communities like 

this where you live? 

 

4.​ What are some of the things you learned about going to school in Zambia? How is it 

similar to your experience? How is it different? 

 

5.​ How does the community, who are Soli speakers, feel about Soli language? 

 

6.​ Why do the children’s parents want their children to learn English? 

 

7.​ How do you think the language used in the classroom affects students’ learning in 

Lwimba? What are some positive aspects? Some negative aspects? 

 

8.​ How would you feel about studying in a multilingual classroom? What are some of the 

challenges you think you might face? 
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9.​ How do you think students’ learning would change if their classes were taught in Soli, 

their “mother tongue”? 

 

10.​ What historical circumstances contributed to the state of education in Zambia today? 

 

11.​ What are some of the challenges Zambians face in creating inclusive learning 

environments? 

 

12.​ How does the required use of English in secondary education and above impact 

students’ abilities to learn? To continue with their education? To seek employment 

and other opportunities? 

 

 

ELL/ESL questions 

 

1.​ What language(s) do the teachers speak the most to the students? Why do you think 

that is? 

 

2.​ The teachers in Lwimba code switch between Soli, Nyanja and English. Do you employ 

code switching in your teaching? How? 

 

3.​ Given what you know about families’ languages in Lwimba, what would be a 

school-based language policy that would honor all languages?  Is this possible for 

Lwimba? Is it possible in the U.S.? 

 

4.​ Do you agree with the use of English as the language of instruction? 

 

5.​ How do you see the children’s English progressing throughout the school year, 

comparing July (end of term) with May (beginning of term)? 

 

6.​ What do you think of the national anthem scene? 

 

7.​ Do you think English should be the official language of Zambia? 
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Film Excerpts 

Teacher Annie (09:05) 

This first time I came here I could hear Soli. I’m Tonga. Soli is a dialect of Tonga, so maybe I 

could pick one or two words. The first time I came here I could hardly hear Soli. I’m Tonga. but 

would not be really in a position to, like, comprehend. But with time, I’m able to greet.  I’m 

able to, to listen to a conversation. I’m able to respond to someone who is saying something 

to me  

 

​​Steward’s father (11:20)  in Soli 

“When the children start grade one, they find it really difficult to start speaking these other 

languages. Like, ever since he started grade one, even the teacher is not able to talk with him. 

It's difficult for him...... to start communicating with his teacher because sometimes she 

speaks Nyanja, sometimes English and as he is still young the only language he knows well is 

Soli.” 

 

Principal: 

“Most children that come here are Solis. But when they start school, the official language of 

grade one is Nyanja” 

 

Mbarak’s mother (22:25) 

“At home we speak Nyanja, so he is used to speaking that most of the time But, since English 

is the official language of Zambia. But, since English is the official language of Zambia. 

M'Barak has to really know how to speak English. He has to do all his exams in English, which 

is why they teach in it. It's a must for him to know, to learn English. In these modern offices 

everybody uses English. So, if you want a good job here in Zambia, you have to learn English” 

 

Elizabeth’s parents (27:19) 

"But the children come home and tell us that the teacher teaches so well. From my point of 

view, I think she puts a lot of effort into teaching. Yes, she is trying hard. Like, the other day, I 

was the one told off when I took Elizabeth late for school!" She said: 'Why are you bringing her 

late for school?’  

We only speak Soli at home. It would be nice if she learnt in it though because she would be 

able to learn quickly Now, even at school, when the teacher speaks in English or anything, she 

has to try to relate it with Soli. We still want her to learn to speak English. We want her to learn 
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it because everything here is written in English. So if she goes and gets educated she will be 

learning in English. Then when she comes home, she will also teach us how to speak English!" 

 

Principal (49:00) 

“At home, at school, in the village, Even when I go into town. But to teach Science or Maths in 

it...Unless...you managed to do a 'study' and translated the 'vocabulary' into Soli…. 

When I meet a Soli, I speak Soli like, for minus, it's 'kufunyaku' but 'divided by' or 'quotient'? 

When there are elders to translate these words…For example in Science, 'fallopian tube'?  

I don't know it How do I teach it? 'Fallopian tube' in Soli, I don't know it. So how do I translate 

it for someone to understand? Right now, there are virtually no books in Soli. When there are 

more books, we will teach our children to read in Soli ourselves. Because people will be able 

to understand. Even the elders who are not educated, will be able to understand. But like this 

now, with English… The elders are just trying to  guess what things mean! 

  

Father (50:23) 

Interviewer: What if the children learned in Soli ?  

F: You mean only in Soli? 

I: Yes 

F: Without learning through these other languages? 

I: Could it happen? 

F: Is it possible? We would love that, but can it be? It would be really nice to learn without 

having to deal with these other languages. A person could even go to 'University' and get a 

degree in it. Imagine, if there was a school where you get a diploma and proceed. It would be 

nice. 

 

1:04:55 

 

“Soli has a rich history. You learn important traditions through it. That's the good thing about 

Soli. Like every other language in Africa, we have our own cultures and traditions that is why 

we love our tribes. Even in the future, people will still know that there is this tribe. And it is not 

disappearing, but actually still growing. As we grow, these children will know what their 

elders did. Us, we will grow old. These young ones will grow up… and pass these traditions on 

to new generations. This is the importance of Soli. Our traditions make history from the past 

to the future, to where we are going.” 
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Parents dialogue (1:06:03) 

Soli does have a bright future Yes, it will be spoken 

Until recently, 

Soli wasn't heard around Zambia 

In town, people used to hide it 

and you would only hear other languages 

But nowadays, 

even when you are traveling on the bus 

you will hear people speaking Soli 

Now they are also making 

a new radio station in Chongwe that will be in Soli 

so now we are saying… 

'Soon we will be like white people 

and true Solis!' 

 

 
 

 

Additional Resources 

 

Consider using these additional powerpoint presentations. They are all available under 

‘Resources’ on the film page:  

 

For History and Social Studies, see ‘Background and Resources for World History and Social 

Science Teachers’ PPT Presentation 

 

For ELL/ESL, see ‘Background on Languages and Multilingualism’  PPT Presentation 

 

For Upper Elementary, see ‘Upper Elementary Presentation’  PPT Presentation 
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To order the film:  
https://store.der.org/colours-of-the-alphabet-p923.aspx 
 
Or contact:  
orders@der.org  
  
For more information:  

Alice Reiner, MSc.  
Program, Collections and Outreach Lead  
alicer@der.org 
 

108 Water Street, 5A 
Watertown, MA 02472 
(617) 926-0491 
info@der.org 
 
 
 
 

 

 

This study guide was produced as part of a collaboration between federally-funded National 

Resource Centers and Documentary Educational Resources (DER). 

  

The event for the film Colours of the Alphabet at which this study guide was presented was 

organized, supported, and co-hosted by the Indiana University African Studies Program,  

Boston University African Studies Center, and University of Minnesota African Studies 

Initiative through U.S. Department of Education Title VI grants to each of the centers, in 

conjunction with DER.  

 

The content of the event and the resulting resources such as this study guide do not  

necessarily represent the policy of the U.S. Department of Education, and you should not 

assume endorsement by the Federal Government or other funding institutions. 

 

March, 2025  
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